Swiss American Historical Society Review
Volume 43

Number 1

Article 4

2007

Book Reviews
Caralinda Lee
Leo Schelbert

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review
Part of the European History Commons, and the European Languages and Societies Commons

Recommended Citation
Lee, Caralinda and Schelbert, Leo (2007) "Book Reviews," Swiss American Historical Society Review: Vol.
43 : No. 1 , Article 4.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol43/iss1/4

This Book Review is brought to you for free and open access by BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Swiss American Historical Society Review by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more
information, please contact scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

2007]

Lee and Schelbert: Book Reviews
Book Reviews

63

Book Review

James Peter Zollinger, Johann August Sutter: Der Konig von Neu-Helvetien.
Sein Leben und Sein Reich, Franz Ebner, ed. Zurich: Verlag Neue Ziiricher
Zeitung, 2003. xi+ 379 pp., 2 maps, illustrations.
In his forward of this recently published
new edition of James Peter Zollinger' s
seminal work on Johann August Sutter
( 1803-1880), the eminent Swiss emigre
known here in the U.S. as John Sutter, editor
Franz Ebner comments that in the American
West, Sutter is "lebendige Geschichte," or
living history (p. III). Unquestionably, every
Californian
knows the name "Sutter"
exceedingly well - it is encountered in
history lessons during our early school years
and sprinkled all over our maps in the names
of our
historical
monuments
and
geographical features, and even found in
Johann August Sutter
such everyday contexts as our winery and
street names. Nonetheless, most of us know
surprisingly little about the real life and circumstances of this legendary
figure that is so firmly embedded in our historical and geographical
landscape. For all Americans, even those for whom stories associated with
the name Sutter comprised no more than a few paragraphs in a school
textbook on American history, the name is inextricably linked to the
discovery of gold, the subsequent California Gold Rush, and thus with the
emergence of the American West. Many believe Sutter actually discovered
gold himself, while others know more accurately that although he did not
personally unearth it, he was somehow profoundly instrumental in
generating the madness that its discovery unleashed. Either way, fewer
people than the editor would imagine are aware of the sad irony that the
magnificent discovery John Sutter had enabled, rather than making him a
wealthy man who lived out his days in material comfort, triggered, instead,
his ruin and compelled him to spend his last years with a broken spirit living
in very modest circumstances, struggling in vain against the U.S.
government in Washington D.C. for the rights to his land.
Sutter' s story, wonderfully told and meticulously documented in 1938
by Zollinger, and out of print for decades, has now been newly published by
Franz Ebner on the occasion of the two-hundredth anniversary of Sutter's
birth. Ebner has altered nothing of the original text but has furnished this
current book with some additional and very informative features - a new
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introduction and epilogue, an index of names, an updated bibliography and
some fresh illustrations.
Zollinger (1886-1975), like Sutter, a Swiss who emigrated to the U.S.,
recounts Sutter' s amazing tale in an unbiased yet exceedingly engaging
manner. His begins his account of one of the most fascinating and
contradictory characters in California's history by describing the historical
backdrop and the "dramatic events of those times occurring on either side of
the Atlantic which influenced the course of Sutter' s life most heavily (p.
15)." Zollinger depicts the circumstances of Sutter's early life in a manner
that brings into relief the characteristics and behaviors, which accompany
Sutter throughout his life, predisposing him to the problems that continually
afflict him and eventually cause his demise.
A charismatic man with little business sense, the young Sutter failed at
business, continually lived beyond his means, and ultimately accrued such
huge debts that he felt compelled to abandon his wife and children in
Burgdorf, Switzerland and head, in 1834, for the New World, in order to
avoid going to debtor's prison. After landing in New York, he immediately
proceeded westward to Missouri, then to New Mexico, all the while
dabbling in an array of trading and other ultimately unsuccessful business
ventures. His journey to the West Coast and the land of his dreams was
circuitous, taking him through Oregon to the settlement of Fort Vancouver,
on to the Hawaiian Islands where he remained until he eventually boarded a
ship to California which sailed there via Sitka, Alaska. Finally, after several
months he sailed through what later became called the Golden Gate and
arrived at Yerba Buena, today's San Francisco. At the time, California
formed the northwesternmost region of Mexico. Beyond the coast were the
fertile interior valleys, a vast wilderness inhabited exclusively by Native
American tribes. It was there in the Sacramento Valley, at the junction of the
Sacramento and American rivers, that Sutter eventually settled on land
granted to him by the Mexican governor and founded his settlement of New
Helvetia, a locale which became a magnet for settlers and pioneers coming
west. It was also at a sawmill on this land that, in 1848, gold was found.
At this point, Zollinger provides the reader with an eye-opening and
fascinating picture of the California that greeted Sutter less than two
hundred years ago: Es war ein wnd so fern der zivilisierten Welt, wie
irgend ein Fabel-und Mdrchenland," a land as remote from the civilized
world as a fantasyland or place in a fairytale (p. 49). There were no horsedrawn wagons, and a circular slice of a tree-trunk constituted a wheel. The
contemporary resident of California cannot help but be astounded by the
contrast between the California of today and that of less than only two
hundred years ago! Moreover, despite the personality and behavioral flaws
which Sutter manifests time and time again - lacking in sound judgment
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and business acumen, careless with money and constantly debt-ridden,
overly trusting of the untrustworthy, - one can't help but feeling awestruck by Sutter's unceasing commitment to his romantic, far-fetched vision
and the uncanny talent of the charismatic Swiss gentleman for creating
something out of nothing, a microcosm of civilization out of a wilderness.
Because of this, the reader can't help feeling a bit baffled and even saddened
by the paradox that precisely the event which should have resolved his
problems instead ended up ruining him.
Although the author presents Sutter's story impartially using a wide
array of impressive first-hand materials, he nonetheless establishes an
interesting tension in the narrative by seemingly wanting to attribute Sutter' s
persistent bad luck to circumstances beyond his control, as if he were, like a
character in a Greek tragedy, the victim of a tragic fate not quite of his own
making. It is true that he was, in several respects, precisely this when, for
example, masses of gold seekers plundered his property and possessions, or
when later squatters took over his land, when his home at Hock Farm was
set afire by a vagrant, and lastly, when he was treated so shamefully in his
last years by the U.S. government, which refused to acknowledge the
legality of his land grants from Mexico. Still, these events do not erase his
blunders or excuse his apparent inability to learn from his mistakes.
This newly published edition of Zollinger's masterful study goes a long
way to deepen our understanding of the original work through additional
information in the new forward and epilogue in which the editor, Franz
Ebner, provides interesting commentary on the genesis of the Zollinger text
and on Zollinger himself. The editor distinguishes Zollinger from other
authors by pointing out that there is no trace of teaching or moralizing in his
work, nor is there even an attempt to definitively resolve or explain away
the contradictions in Sutter' s character. Rather, Ebner maintains that
Zollinger behaves more like an impartial observer, allowing the information
to speak for itself and then leaving the interpretation of the material to the
reader. Ebner does shed some light, however, on Zollinger' s subtle tendency
to suggest irrational and inexplainable forces at play in Sutter' s dramatic life
story, when he exposes information that might give some readers pause,
namely that Zollinger requested his own brother to produce both Sutter's
horoscope and a handwriting analysis in order to provide the author with
additional clues for better interpreting Sutter's behavior.
The newly added bibliography at the end of the work contains titles of
studies on Sutter published since the Zollinger biography first appeared.
[However, one more excellent biography of Sutter, by Albert L. Hurtado,
has appeared since this new edition was published]. Also in the
supplementary end section are interesting commentaries on some of the
more prominent works and on particular themes relevant to Sutter
scholarship. The editor might have considered adding a timeline to better aid
the reader in following the chronology of events in Sutter's life and their
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relation to California history and American history. Even so, it is fascinating
for the reader to uncover the reality behind so many familiar names and
events, from, for example, the actual circumstances of the discovery of gold
right down to the tragic story of the Donner party. Moreover, one can't help
but become absorbed in the story about the paradoxical Swiss adventurer
through whom Californians obtain a much clearer grasp of the era of the
California Gold Rush and of the historical, social, and economic
circumstances that gave rise to the entire region and the spirit which still
pervades it. Together, James Peter Zollinger and his contemporary partner,
Franz Ebner, have truly brought California history to life.
Caralinda Lee
Saint Mary's College of California
Moraga, California

Review
Michael Sasdi, Melchers Abschied. Roman. Herisau: Appenzeller Verlag,
2005.
Michael Sasdi's story unfolds between 1740 and 1742 in Gadmen, a
small village in the district Oberhasle, Ct. Bern, where Melcher Abbtihl
takes leave of his world and sets out for the fabled Carolina of North
America. He is a sensitive, strangely awkward, inner-directed young
mountain peasant, unsure of himself and at times overtaken by the force of
his emotions. He is also torn between his deep love for Leni Egger, member
of a poor family, and his more carnal attachment to Elsbeth Leuthold, the
attractive daughter of the well-to-do village magnate in love with Melcher.
Neither relationship goes unnoticed in the village, but Konrad Leuthold is
determined that his daughter not marry poor Melcher, but the son of a rich
farmer, however unacceptable to Elsi. Leuthold has therefore Melcher cited
before the magistrates of the morals court to whom the distraught fellow
falsely admits to have had premarital relations with Leni and whom he is
therefore to marry. When Melcher's father realizes what game Leuthold was
playing, he is determined to expose the deception, although that might ruin
the Abbtihl family indebted to Leuthold. To prevent such calamity, Melcher
and Leni decide to join Melcher's friend Heini Horger whom a Hans Huber,
recently returned from Carolina, had been able to recruit for the new land.
While the Neulander Huber praises Carolina as a land of milk and honey, a
dream warns Melcher of what might be in store.
The story, however, is not told in a straight line. Sasdi creates instead a
mosaic
out of some twenty-four vignettes, mostly of two to four pages 4in
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length, and gives them cryptic titles like "Unwetter" - "Storm",
"Ahornblatt" - "Acornleaf', or "Die Entscheidung" - "The Decision." The
author features externals only minimally, except when he uses his intimate
knowledge of eighteenth century peasant life as in the chapter "Tanzdorf' "Dancevillage" or "Trichlen" - "Cowbellround." The vignette "Tanzdorf'
also tells of an explosion of pent-up erotic forces in Gadmen's youth,
oppressed by church and state enforced rules. In terse language Sasdi
conjures up scenes of surroundings or of people's doings that impart a
foreboding sense of disaster, and he weaves tales into the narrative that
show the devastating force of snowfalls, avalanches, and storms.
But in Sasdi' s hands external events shaped by nature or people are
secondary to the exploration of inner experience. Take the opening vignette
"Bergheuen" - Mountain Haying": Sasdi touches on the often quite perilous
task Melcher is engaged in, but it serves mainly as a foil to introduce the
state of the protagonist's soul:
But suddenly a feeling arose in him, became ever louder and shot
through his veins up to his head. He felt so drunk that he gave in to
its force, almost weightless ran to the edge of the cliff and jumped
with a mighty jump into the void. From the village one could spot
him only as a dot. But one could not see him tumble. Eagle-like he
rose upward, ever higher, until he could finally see lakes, rivers,
and plains in their unbelievable smallness.
Readers will differ in their response to Sasdi's sparse and vigorous
prose that, although also a love story, avoids all romantic sensitivity in favor
of a hardy earthiness. The author's historical studies have given him a
thorough understanding of eighteenth century peasant life in a remote
village situated on a pass route, and the sublime hides behind dense
descriptions of nature's and people's caprice. The decision to leave home
for the unknowns of Carolina is formed only hesitantly as a step of last
resort and seems driven more by an incomprehensible fate than by human
rationality. The book is a jewel of a poetic imagination that unites factual
knowledge of a world long gone with a unique grasp of the
incomprehensible depths of human experience.
Leo Schelbert
University of Illinois at Chicago
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